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Miguel Angel Rodriguez, leader of the conservative Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC), took
office as president of Costa Rica on May 8, promising to re-energize the economy. On inauguration
day, Rodriguez tried to set the tone for his administration with symbolic and substantive policy
announcements. He decreed that, during his presidency, he would be addressed as "senor" instead
of "excellency," the title used since 1886. He will also end the practice of having his likeness hang in
all public buildings.
Another decree presents an ethics code for administration officials. President begins term with US
$80 million budget cut In his inaugural address, Rodriguez, an economist, promised "austerity and
work" to turn the economy around. He ordered the US$2.5 billion budget slashed by US$80 million
to cut inflation, projected at 11% this year. The new Minister of the Presidency, Roberto Tovar, said
additional cuts might be made but that none would adversely affect social spending.
The new president's economic program is a textbook of free-market policies at home and global
integration abroad. He promised to use Costa Rica's diplomatic and consular corps to promote
foreign investment and tourism, converting the country into the leader of regional integration.
He began his inaugural day by discussing Spanish tourism and possible investments in the Costa
Rican fishing fleet with the heir to the Spanish throne, Prince Felipe de Borbon, who attended the
inaugural.
Included in the president's agenda is a program of infrastructure development to be built through
concessions to the private sector, and trade ties to the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), the
Southern Cone Common Market (MERCOSUR), the European Union (EU), and Mexico.
Rodriguez wants to reduce the US$3.9 billion domestic debt by converting it into foreign debt at
lower interest rates, and to privatize the state banks, the National Liquor Factory, and the National
Insurance Institute. He set as other major goals a reduction of the poverty index from 20% to 17%,
and the reduction of unemployment from 5.7% to under 5%. With only 27 of the 57 seats in the
Legislative Assembly, Rodriguez's party will have to forge alliances with the Partido de Liberacion
Nacional (PLN), which has 23 seats, and minor parties that control seven seats to pass his legislative
agenda.
Besides Costa Rica's economic problems, Rodriguez inherits ongoing corruption scandals that
marred the administration of outgoing president Jose Maria Figueres (see NotiCen, 05/05/98) and
clashes with the US regarding the shooting death of a US citizen in November 1997 (see NotiCen,
12/18/97 and 03/05/908). In the most recent flare-up, a US Embassy official refused to issue a visa to
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the director of the investigative arm of the judiciary, the Organismo de Investigacion Judicial (OIJ),
until the embassy receives a report on progress in the investigation of the shooting.
Rodriguez begins his presidency with only modestly favorable poll results. A recent survey by
Unimer showed 40% of respondents think the country will be better off and only 10% think it will be
worse off with Rodriguez than under the previous administration. Figueres' immensely unpopular
policies may have had a deadening impact on public expectations. He took office in 1994 with more
than 50% expecting improvement in the nation's well-being. In the end, he had become the most
unpopular president in Costa Rica's modern history. For most of Figueres' term, polls showed that
more people disapproved of his presidency than approved.
A poll conducted for the newspaper La Nacion in April, however, showed favorable opinion had
leaped ahead of unfavorable by four percentage points, climbing up from some earlier polls in
which unfavorable ratings were as much as 40 percentage points higher than favorable ratings.
Figueres consistently received public support for his efforts in environmental protection and
education.
The greatest disapproval came from shortcomings in the economy, especially in low job creation,
staggering foreign-debt payments, and sluggish growth in GDP, which in 1996 dropped to zero.
Many observers blame the economic decline on the austerity measures imposed by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF). Ironically, Rodriguez's party pushed Figueres toward greater reliance on
neoliberal policies (see Chronicle, 05/25/95). [Sources: Spanish news service EFE, Tico Times (Costa
Rica), 05/08/98; Notimex, 05/03/98, 05/08/98, 05/09/98; La Nacion (Costa Rica), 05/15/98]
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